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Introduction

A History of Histories?

Why ‘A History of Histories’, or, more explicitly, why not ‘The History of History’? History, even if we allow it to be in its broadest sense a single kind of activity, is nonetheless a highly diverse one. Plagues, invasions, emigrations; the foundation, working and development of constitutional arrangements and political systems; wars, external and civil, revolutions, changes in religion and culture, gradual or abrupt, the formation of various kinds of collective identity – confessional, national, ideological – providential history in the sense of the dealings of God with man: all these and much else are properly regarded as history. Some histories are virtually pure narrative; others are virtually pure, almost atemporal, analyses, being essentially structural or cultural surveys. History is contiguous with many other genres and lines of inquiry, from epic and myths of origin to various social sciences, and touching also biography, drama, political and moral polemic, ethnography, novels, inquests and judicial investigations. It was, so far as we know, Herodotus who first used the term historia (inquiry) for what we call history. A histor in Homer was someone who passed judgement based on the facts as a result of investigation, so the link between history and inquest is a very old one.

How can this variety be converted into a single historical narrative: ‘The History of History’? There is one answer which is obvious, being to some degree necessary to a narrative. This is by establishing a terminus, an end to which the episodes of the story are in some sense subordinate and contributing, so that they become moments in a progression. In the case of the history of historical writing – a genre which did not exist until the twentieth century – it was inevitable, given the period and its historiographical culture, that this was most commonly and easily done by taking the present state of the subject (or what it was assumed to be) as the terminus. By the early twentieth century this present state was characterized, variously but with a fair degree of consensus, as pure or ‘scientific’ or (tacitly) as ‘professional’ history, all identified perhaps with ‘the idea of history’ or the study of the past ‘for its own sake’. Professional history, in particular, was explicitly or simply by assumption associated with systematic archival research and the critical examination of sources, which had come to be thought of as constitutive of all serious history. Within this general consensus there could be differences of opinion, as for example between J. B. Bury and G. M. Trevelyan, over whether history was a ‘science’ or an ‘art’, and over how far, if at all, the historian in pursuit of his ‘science’ should be concerned to establish laws (anathema to R. G. Collingwood in his classic book The Idea of History, 1946). But despite these differences there was enough consensus to provide the basis for a selective grand narrative of the history of historiography, in which past historians were highlighted and assessed for their roles, necessarily partial, but helpful (or perhaps backsliding), in the general progression to the twentieth-century historian’s views and approved practice. In this sense it was possible to write ‘The History of History’.

I do not want to be understood as speaking simply in denigration of the assumptions underlying this possibility, as though of a past cultural episode. The central concerns – above all with history as truth-telling and, at least as an ideal, as free from bias – were already very old ones and, though shaken, are still in some sense with us, for those of us for whom a distinction between, say, history and imaginative fiction is still an important one. In this view Herodotus was taking an important step in distinguishing his own Histories from the work of the poets, and Thucydides, though he may have judged unfairly, was invoking relevant criteria when he sneered by implication at Herodotus as belonging with authors less concerned to tell the truth than to entertain the public. Some distance between the search for historical understanding and merely emotionally or polemically effective writing is still part of the self-image and intentions of the historical profession. Of course, in the history of historiography zeal for truth has been a spectrum rather than an absolute – truth mattered, fairly obviously, more to Polybius than to Livy – but someone who wholly and perhaps wilfully falls off the negative end of the scale, like Geoffrey of Monmouth (this is not the place to argue the individual case), counts rather as a parodist or imitator of history.

All this may be true, but it remains true also that establishing a grand narrative of the history of historiography, by adopting a twentieth-century professional consensus as its terminus, was an impoverishingly narrowing strategy to adopt, eliminating or sidelining many interesting and potentially illuminating questions about approaches to historical writing, and indeed to the past as such, current in former times. There is, for example, the whole large and fascinating question of the surely very diverse motives for writing history. What did people in the past find interesting in their past, and why did they? Which ‘pasts’ did it lead them to focus attention on, as well as shaping how they chose to present them, and how and why did these change over time or how did different answers to these questions in a single period reflect and express differences within the culture? Why did new genres of historical writing emerge? Surely not only or invariably as a result of an extension of a pre-existing ‘scientific’ curiosity, though that was sometimes a factor.

This book aims to provide answers to these questions. They have not been entirely neglected, and historians of historiography have been concerned to divide their subject in terms of genre as well as of method. But there is a balance to be redressed, as well as an allegiance to be proclaimed. I have tried to focus here on the question of the pasts that people have chosen for themselves and why, as well as on how they investigated and presented them. This may seem scarcely revolutionary, but like all chosen strategies it involves sacrifices. In particular, in grouping historians according to subject matter I have sometimes been cavalier with strict chronology – a lesson historians learned when they moved away from annals as the dominant form. So, for example, the ‘Alexander’ historians are treated here as part of the story of the Greek encounters with the Persian empire, even though the historians whose work is still extant wrote much later, under the Roman empire. Perhaps most controversially, consideration of the Bible and its influence on historiography is postponed until its impact on the Gentile world in the early Christian centuries, rather than being placed, as chronology dictates, between Egyptian and Babylonian historians and Herodotus.

So, ‘A History of Histories’ is intended to recognize the plurality of ‘histories’ and the interests embodied in them, and to disclaim the ambition to construct a single grand narrative with the present as its terminus, which I see not only as implausibly prescriptive but also as narrowing the possibilities of exploration. There are, however, some exclusions which are intended also to be suggested in the title, with its implied retreat from comprehensiveness. No attempt has been made to deal with historiography outside the European cultural tradition (to which Egypt and Babylon are taken to contribute), notably Arabic and Chinese examples. Such exclusions are merely concessions to limitations of space, time and the author’s knowledge. Another exclusion perhaps needs more apology, because it is at least in some measure arbitrary and the line of demarcation is a wavering one. I have taken the term ‘histories’, though itself a generous one, as excluding biography and memoirs. In a book in danger of trying to include too much, I have thought this necessary, though the criteria are admittedly not always easy to apply: memoirs are clearly close kin to eyewitness history, and a ‘Life and Times’ proclaims itself a mixed genre.

A word must be said about the treatment of the individual histories, which of course vary enormously in density and complexity, as well as in their accessibility to the modern reader. It is reasonable to assume that most readers of this book will not have read many or most of the historical works it discusses; indeed, that is part of the book’s justification. One, primary, task therefore is to try to give a sense of the experience of reading these histories and what may be enjoyable about them. For many, perhaps most, historians, history has been a leisurely art, often requiring many volumes. It is not exclusively devoted to narrative, but narrative has long been at the core of it. It is therefore not enough just to convey the historian’s intentions and views: some attempt must be made to convey not merely the structure of the narrative, but also its texture and qualities. In that respect, histories – which also often incorporate surveys, disquisitions, arguments and analyses – also resemble novels. I have made an attempt here, therefore, to give a sense, where appropriate, of what an eclectic, multi-layered, many-toned project a dense historical narrative may be. In attempting to render histories’ special qualities I have not only resorted to a good deal of quotation but have attempted, sympathetically and with an awareness of the periods when they were written, to convey the literary qualities which form a large part of the experience of reading them. But these appraisals are also to be seen within, and perhaps as contributing to an overall understanding of, a more general context: the aims of historians in a particular period, the conventions which shaped their writing, and the ways these changed. I have also attended to historians’ relations to the sources which made their work possible and partly conditioned it, and also briefly to the question of the particular writer’s reliability. Awareness of this is part of an understanding of historians and therefore of the experience of reading them; history can never be, by definition, a purely literary endeavour. I have not, however, made any systematic attempt to focus on particular errors, for which, in any case, I should lack the necessary knowledge. That is the business of modern historians of the period, and they need no help from me. Such a checklist would, in any case, be intolerably tedious to read.

Historiography is not only a (wide) genre in itself, exhibiting continuities and revivals as well as shifting focuses of attention. It is also a part of Western culture as a whole – at times a highly influential and even central part – as well as being obviously a receptacle for the concerns of that culture and influenced by its fluctuations. European societies at different times and with varying emphases have attached immense importance to versions of their pasts and to notions of historical development, as well as plundering historical writings for legendary, heroic, tragic and pathetic motifs and topoi for poetry, drama and painting (in the eighteenth century, ‘historical’ painting was regarded as the highest pictorial genre), and for exemplary, inspiring and minatory rhetoric. Ideas of history and of aspects of the past have intersected with and partly constituted ideas of religion, morals and politics. They have embodied authority, and provided means with which to challenge it. Above all, perhaps, they have provided focuses of allegiance, self-identification and ‘memory’ for ethnic, national, religious, political, cultural and social collectivities and so helped to constitute them. Versions of the past have been offered, sometimes obliquely but often with visible anxiety, as diagnoses of contemporary predicaments or malaises.

We are accustomed to think of the intellectual history of Europe in terms of the history of philosophy, of science and religion, of art, literature and of ideas of social order and political authority. But the history of ideas about the past, as expressed in historical writing, and how the present stands in relation to it, is also part of that history; this book aims to contribute to an understanding of it. Among its chief components are conceptions of the distinctiveness of European civilization, contrasted chiefly with the empires of Asia; ideas of republican virtue, embodied in early Rome, supposedly corrupted by conquest and luxury; and the myth of Eternal Rome as mistress of the world, which became transmuted into the idea of a Christian empire. The Bible contributed ideas of collective transgression, punishment and redemption. From the sixteenth century onward we find the idea, largely derived from the Roman historian Tacitus, of an early freedom of the ‘Germanic’ peoples, and of the existence of ‘ancient constitutions’, with a continuing authority in the present, which European countries allegedly derive from their invasion by the ‘Gothic’ barbarians. Eighteenth-century historical writing incorporated concepts of the progress of ‘civil society’, chiefly in association with commerce, and of the end of ‘feudal anarchy’ (or, in Marxist terms, the super-session of the feudal nobility by the hegemony of the bourgeoisie). The nineteenth century was the great age of the preoccupation with national identity, in association with ideas of national liberation and the creation of the nation state as the normal political form. This has passed on into the modern aspiration to give a voice to suppressed minorities. History, in other words, to name only the most prominent influences, has been republican, Christian, constitutionalist, sociological, Romantic, liberal, Marxist and nationalist. All these have left residues in subsequent historical writing; none at the moment dominates it.

I have therefore made a conscious effort not to treat the history of historiography in isolation, but to be aware of its place in the wider culture, of the cultural and political influences playing on it, and of the ways in which it fostered, transformed and transmitted them. ‘A History of Histories’ can and should be more than a record of the achievements, strengths and weaknesses of historians and the schools and traditions to which they belonged. It is itself a historical enterprise, one of the ways in which we attempt to understand the past.


Prologue

Keeping Records and Making Accounts:
Egypt and Babylon

History – the elaborated, secular, prose narrative (all these qualifications are necessary) of public events, based on inquiry – was born, we can claim with confidence, in Greece between roughly 450 and 430 BC. If we want to add Thucydides’ very different kind of history to that of Herodotus, who is sometimes spoken of as ‘the father of history’, then we must speak instead of the second half of the fifth century BC. Even with this extension, and with the qualifications built into the description of the genre, it is extraordinary that we can speak of so short a period for its abrupt genesis, yet it appears to be justified. It is equally astonishing that we can plausibly claim that neither historian was to be excelled for over two thousand years subsequently – until, in fact, changes in methods and types of history begin to make comparison unrealistic.

To see what is meant by claiming that Herodotus and Thucydides were, so far as we know, the first historians, we need to recognize some basic distinctions which separate their work from examples of what we may call perhaps ‘proto-history’ in the ancient civilizations of Egypt and Babylon. Herodotus himself paid tribute to the Egyptians for their preservation of knowledge of the past: ‘by their practice of keeping records of the past, [they] have made themselves much the most learned of any nation of which Ihave had experience’ (Histories, II.77). In fact he seems to have believed too readily what he was told in the temples of Egypt when conducting the historical inquiries he incorporated into the panoramic survey of the known world with which he prefaced his account of the great Persian invasion of Greece in the early fifth century BC. His own references to Egyptian history are notably garbled, in contrast to what he has to say of the civilization of Babylon, on which he is much more reliable. Yet, whatever it may have pleased the Egyptian temple servants to tell him – it is not clear that his acquaintance ranged far up the priestly hierarchy – Herodotus’ compliment to the Egyptians was not misplaced. Modern Egyptologists can know much more than Herodotus about ancient Egypt precisely because so much of it, thanks to the early establishment of a centralized bureaucratic state and the use of durable materials for inscriptions, has been preserved. To this we may add the effects of a dry climate and a traditional habit of mind: the records so preserved go back more than two thousand years before Herodotus’ own time, the mid fifth century BC. The Egyptians were indeed then the world’s premier record-keepers. The distinction between historiography and recording – between the sense in which Herodotus was, so far as we know, the first historian and the learning of his Egyptian informants – is therefore one to give us pause. It is valid enough, though of course, like all such distinctions, it becomes a little less rigid as we examine it.

Record-keeping is, in origin, commercial and bureaucratic good practice; it is not an art. Many of the factors which have preserved so much of the Egyptian past existed also in the ancient civilization of Mesopotamia, with its records inscribed on stones and clay tablets and, for most of the greatest matters, on the walls of temples, tombs and palaces. Every modern historian understands what we are speaking of here – namely archives – and regards them as in some form indispensable, as Herodotus, who worked by interrogation of ‘learned men’, did not. The inscriptions were intended as records from the beginning: their endurance was deliberate, as that of casually collected documents is often not. It is only the humbler artefacts, such as inscribed clay tablets, which have survived inadvertently. Inscriptions being essentially records, this produces a kinship between their authors and Herodotus, who says, in his initial statement of intention at the outset of his Histories, that he wrote to preserve the memory of great deeds (below, p. 11).

The key difference, of course, is the word that Herodotus used to describe his work: historia, inquiry. His method of acquiring the information for his Histories was chiefly interrogation. When he questioned the Egyptian temple servants and guardians, he, who seems to have known only Greek, was at a remove from the documents in a way that a modern historian would not care for. But, for all the deficiencies or secretiveness of his informants, we recognize something like an intelligible relationship: it is that between historian and archivist. It was he who, in the service of a systematic inquiry, history, was interrogating them; not vice versa. Similarly, when he interrogated ‘overseas’ Greeks and perhaps ‘native informants’ for knowledge of other parts of the world, as he must have done, it was he who was the anthropologist or ethnographer. There was, to state the obvious, no Scythian ethnographer; those whom the Greeks called Scythians, of whose customs Herodotus wrote an extended account, were illiterate nomads living north of the Black Sea. We have therefore argued ourselves into the position of saying that, as far as we know, there were no Egyptian or Babylonian historians earlier than Herodotus. The Egyptians were, as Herodotus says, learned; respect for Egyptian wisdom was high and even exaggerated in Greece, where, for example, the Greek gods, under other names, were thought to have originated in Egypt. But the Egyptians were recorders, not historians.

So far so simple. As we shall see in Chapter 1, Herodotus’ notion of systematic inquiry was not entirely unique in Greece in his time. The inquiries closest to his own seem to have been mainly geographical (including of course ‘human geography’), a concern which is very evident also in Herodotus’ work. But inquiry, systematic research, is not the only characteristic of historiography. Another is the rendering of the results of the inquiry into connected historical prose: narrative. There is in fact a route in the ancient world from recording to more or less extended historical narrative which blurs a little the distinction between recording and history that seems so firm when we attend only to the element of research.

The earliest writing seems, understandably, to have been concerned with practical transactions, and can be thought of either as part of the transaction or just as a subsequent record. Early public inscriptions, in the grandest contexts, recorded on the walls of temples, seem also to have taken on this transactional character, as the rendering of an account by the ruler of his stewardship on behalf of the god: his buildings erected, his gifts, and the toils and achievements, including victories, by which they were procured. Inventories are common. Other kinds of list include the earliest materials for systematic chronology –  king lists, for example – and are therefore crucial to the possibility of reliable large-scale history. Laws too, like the early so-called law codes of ancient Mesopotamia, are also essentially lists, in a way familiar, though much later, from the books of Leviticus and Numbers in the Old Testament from the end of the second millennium bc.

The connection between narrative and divine stewardship seems to lie in explanations. That is, to render an account, initially in the form of a list, can come to involve an explanation, which in turn may take the form of a more or less elaborated narrative. Historians are accustomed to insisting, perhaps rather combatively since it is their stock-in-trade, that an explanation may take the form of a narrative. They may be less keen on claiming an ancient kinship with accountants, and through them to the earliest uses of writing: making lists. The conceptual overlap here, however, is still caught in the related meanings, indicated by prepositions, of the English word ‘account’, which itself recalls its origin in the act of counting. It makes good sense if bad style, with each repetition making a different point, to say, ‘Please account for the errors in the accounts you have presented to the board by giving your account of how they were compiled.’

Narrative inscriptions which were also explanations and part of the rendering of accounts can be seen growing fuller and more circumstantial and far more ‘human’ in their references to motives and action. Campaign narratives – with their natural climax in victories (or pretended victories) and hence conquests, subjection or capture of alien peoples, and the acquisition of spoil – are among the earliest extended narratives, and are also, of course, characteristically narratives of expeditions, like that of Xerxes in Herodotus, and, nearly two centuries later, the greatest of all campaign expeditions, that of Alexander, who took historians with him. This is an Egyptian account from the middle of the second millennium BC of a victory and its trophies:

His Majesty proceeded on his chariot to Kashabu, alone and without a companion, and returned thence in a short time bringing sixteen living Maryannu at the side of his chariot, twenty hands at the foreheads of his horses and sixty cattle driven in front of him. Submission was made to His Majesty by this town. Now as His Majesty was going south in the plain of Sharon, he found a messenger of the prince of Nahrin carrying a clay tablet at his neck, and took him as a living prisoner at the side of his chariot… Arrival of His Majesty at Memphis with joyful heart like a victorious bull. Amount of plunder… (Gardiner, Egypt and the Pharaohs, p. 197)

Then follows an itemization, with numbers, of slaves, horses, chariots, weapons and musical instruments. Expeditions were also apparently conducted by the pharaohs in the quest for valuables such as minerals.

Another Egyptian form of narrative pattern is the onset of a period of confusion and disasters, brought to an end by the advent of a ruler who restores order. These narratives of deliverance – whose archetypal protagonist later, under Hebrew influence, became the Messiah figure – have had, like the campaign narrative, a long history in Western historiography, influencing the representation of such figures as the emperors Augustus and Constantine and, in English history, Queen Elizabeth I and William III. Thus some of the archetypal patterns of historical narrative were established as early as the inscriptions recording the deeds of the rulers of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. In the Bible, the books of Exodus and Deuteronomy are essentially expedition and campaign narrative, which features also in the work of some of the greatest later historians.

Another way in which the rendering of accounts, in the form of vindication, elaborates itself into narrative seems to have been cultivated particularly among the Hittites. That is, a record was made to establish the justice of what had been done, and to refer the matter to divine arbitration. A leading authority on the Hittite empire, O. R. Gurney, describes a document of this kind as showing a highly developed political conscience. The more legalistic form of this kind of record-keeping, and the provision of a narrative on which judgement was to be based, concerned, naturally, the making and breaking of treaties. Treaties are the only documents to be transcribed at length by Thucydides, much of whose opening book is concerned with the rupturing of treaties which constituted the opening of the Peloponnesian War. The Hittites, a millennium earlier, had begun the practice of making the preambles to treaties into occasions for brief historical narratives explaining the treaties’ origins; eventually the prefatory narratives became detached from the treaties and decrees and became free-standing annals, the chronicle being a presentation of the ruler’s actions as an offering to the god.

The annalistic form of recording is found also among the Assyrians, as well as in early ‘historians’ in Greek city states, along with accounts of supposed mythological origins. It is not employed by Herodotus – a work on such a large scale would have made it unusable – but it shapes Thucydides’ history of the Peloponnesian War, with a division of each year into summer and winter for greater precision. It was to remain a fundamental historiographical form to the end of the Middle Ages.

Mention of annals brings to the surface a troublesome issue for early historiography: the need to find widely recognizable ways of marking chronology. This was less of a problem in centralized dynastic states like Egypt and Babylon – which is not to say that early king lists were always as helpfully drawn up as they might have been: attempting to eliminate all trace of a discredited ruler was a common Egyptian practice, while the lengths ascribed to reigns are clearly absurd. But in Greece, with no central political authority or record-keeping, the problem was acute. The only pan-Greek institutions were the oracle at Delphi and the four-yearly Olympic Games, with their famous winning athletes, and the Olympiads were eventually used as chronological markers. Thucydides dated events from the onset of the war he was recounting. For Athens it was possible to use the periods of office of the archons, the chief officials of the polis, who held their posts for a year, though they may not have been easy to recall. The Romans from earliest times kept lists of the pontiffs, the chief priests, which served the same purposes as the names of the rulers of Egypt and Babylon. Some idea of the difficulties of establishing a common chronology can be seen in an example of Thucydides overloading:

The thirty years’ truce which was entered into after the reconquest of Euboea lasted for fourteen years. In the fifteenth year, the forty-eighth year of the priestess-ship of Chrysis at Argos, the year when Aenesias was ephor at Sparta, and two months before the end of the archonship of Pythodorus at Athens, six months after the battle at Potidaea, just at the beginning of spring, a Theban force… (II.2)

One other form of proto-historiography which calls for attention is the counterpart, of wider application, of dynastic lists, namely the construction of genealogies, often with mythic alleged origins, with which the very early Greek city-state historians also seem to have concerned themselves. This interest in origins leaves occasional marks in Herodotus’ Histories, though as usual he does not always believe what he hears. Self-extolling histories of the great clans seem to have provided materials for the early history of Rome and to have been valuable sources despite their inevitably self-serving character. A particular cachet attached to descent from a god, Heracles being a favourite, or from a hero of the Trojan War. The Romans managed both, by being descended from Aeneas of Troy, who was the son of Venus. A well-attested genealogy could be useful or even indispensable, as we see in the Old Testament Book of Nehemiah, where it carried qualification for ritual office, and a flaw constituted disqualification (Nehemiah 7:5, 64). Alexander believed, or wished people to believe, that he was descended from the god Ammon.

Secular historical prose narratives (setting aside both epic poetry and the Bible, the latter being left for consideration later with its impact on Christian historiography) in the ancient empires were emerging gradually from more basic forms of bureaucratic record-keeping, though it is still a long step – a leap, in fact – from these to the richly humane and artfully controlled extended narratives of Herodotus. There are campaign and expedition narratives, and what may be called redemption and vindication narratives, accounts of disasters and rebellions and subsequent restorations, and of breaches of trust suffered and avenged. There were also the beginnings, among the Hittites, of annals as a form of recording.

The most elaborate, circumstantial and continuous of the early campaign narratives, though they exerted no direct influence on later ones, can at least claim a kind of kinship with them. One such is the account of the pharaoh Tuthmoses III (1490–1436 BC) in the campaign which culminated, in the twenty-third year of his reign, in the battle of Megiddo, recorded on the walls of his additions to the Temple of Amon-Re at Karnak. It contains an account of a council of war, with dialogue, and what has been called the earliest full description of a decisive battle. Before the battle, a debate arises over which route to take. The counsellors are notably sycophantic, but clearly have their own ideas when invited to express their opinions: ‘How can one go upon this road which is so narrow? It is reported that the enemy stand outside and have become numerous. Will not horse have to go behind horse, and soldiers and people likewise? Shall our own vanguard be fighting, while the rear stands here… ?’ The temple walls also exhibit, as was common, lists of defeated peoples, together with depictions. The narrative can also be checked against other accounts. Here then, as in comparable if less full or less vivid accounts, we have something which is certainly narrative, but which we may hesitate whether to call historical or proto-historical. Although fuller and less formulaically bombastic than other examples, it is an account of an episode, though a highly important one. It does not exhibit individualized character depiction, a sense of historical perspective (in this respect being rather like the two-dimensional side-face Egyptian conventions of representation) or the surrounding architecture of a large-scale historical design. Much the same could be said, of course, of many chronicles over the next two thousand years. It could not be said of Herodotus.


PART I

Greece

1

Herodotus: The Great Invasion and
the Historian’s Task

As was to become customary, at the beginning of his work Herodotus tells us why he wrote it. It was, he says, ‘so that human achievements may not become forgotten in time, and great and marvellous deeds – some displayed by Greeks, some by barbarians – may not be without their glory; and especially to show why the two peoples fought with each other’. In other words his history was a monument, a marker set down against the oblivion with which time threatens all human deeds. He was successful beyond all reasonable expectation. We are still reading his account of his great theme, the invasion of Greece two and a half thousand years ago, and a mere half century before he wrote it, by the Persian Great King and the immense polyglot army drawn from all parts of his empire. Herodotus also promises a little later (Histories, I.95) to tell us how the Persians under their ruler Cyrus (the Great) won their predominant position in Asia, and this promise too he fulfils before going on to his account of the invasion of Greece.

One point in his initial statement which is worth pausing on is the reference to recording the great deeds of barbarians (i.e. non-Greeks) as well as Greeks. We should look in vain in the Egyptian and Babylonian records for such even-handedness. What we are reminded of is Homer, who, as Herodotus soon reminds us, had written of an earlier conflict between Greeks and an Asiatic people. Homer allows his readers/hearers to sympathize with Trojans as well as Greeks, and as much or more with Priam and Hector as with Achilles and Agamemnon. Herodotus does not comment on this feature in Homer, but seems to take it for granted. He accepts, of course, the historicity of the Trojan War, though he thinks that Homer, as a poet, shaped his narrative to his epic purpose, and he is willing to correct him from his own inquiries among the Persians and Egyptians and by his own common sense: Helen could not have been in Troy during the siege, because the Trojans would have handed her back if they could (II.120). Herodotus has a pretty good idea when Homer lived, placing it some four hundred years before his own time, which is the mid fifth century BC.

But far more important than Herodotus’ acceptance of the basic historicity of the Homeric poems is their existence, for all Greeks, as a narrative model. When Herodotus in his preamble speaks of writing to preserve great and marvellous deeds from oblivion and giving them their deserved glory, he can hardly be unaware of stretching out a hand to the Homeric epic, which purports to do precisely that. Herodotus’ narrative of the great conflict sometimes carries Homeric echoes which we shall have to consider, but more generally the pacing of the narrative, the immediacy of its re-enactments of events and presentation of character, its humanity and its inclusion of the earthy and mundane – more than in Thucydides and historiography subsequent to him – all invite the adjective ‘Homeric’. It is, however, Homeric on a vast scale, and therefore looser and deliberately digressive, as well as based on painstaking inquiries, sometimes requiring suspension of judgement, all of which is alien to the epic tradition. Herodotus is a garrulous, highly personal and conversational writer, with no aversion to the first person; one meets him face to face, as it were, so that it is not difficult to imagine the readings he gave in Athens by which his work was apparently first made public. We know his opinions, and hear of his travels, the wonders he has seen, the stories told to him, and his not infrequent scepticism about them. We can even reconstruct a good deal of his religious views, though here he is sometimes reticent. He is almost as personal a writer as Montaigne.

He was born, apparently around the mid-480s Bc, in the Greek colony of Halicarnassus on the eastern side of the Aegean, so he belonged to that part of the Greek world transplanted to Asia. As the disputed borderland of Greece and the Persian empire, this area was to play a significant part in his history. Since the territory had recently been incorporated in the Persian empire, Herodotus was born technically a subject of the Great King. Though there is ultimately no doubt where his sympathies lie, and it seems he could speak only Greek, he never speaks of the Persians with contempt and has no difficulty in making his narrative identify with them as required. Though he travelled extensively – the extent has been questioned by some – and later apparently migrated to Athens, where he is said to have been a friend of the tragic dramatist Sophocles, it is surely appropriate that a man of such cosmopolitanism should have been born not only in an area which had seen Greek intellectual life hitherto most vigorously flourishing but at the interface of two great cultures, and pretty much at the centre of the known world. The date of his death is not certain, but it is clear that he lived into the period of the Peloponnesian War, i.e. at least beyond 430 BC. He is therefore, according to the best estimates, a generation earlier than Thucydides, though a contemporary, measured by the dates of their respective births and deaths.

Herodotus lists some early instances of friction between Europe and Asia – mythic or legendary – including the voyage of Jason and his Argonauts to Colchis, on the Black Sea, and the theft of the Golden Fleece. Then he rapidly advances to historical times, with the Persian conquest of the Hellenic kingdom of Lydia, in what is now western Turkey, under its king Croesus. Croesus, who plays a large part in Book I (the division into nine books is not original), is the first historical character to appear. Overthrown as a ruler, so that his career vindicates the wise saying of the Athenian Solon that no man can be called happy till he is dead, Croesus, made wise by his reversal of fortune, becomes the counsellor of his conqueror, the Persian king Cyrus. We are also told of the legendary youth of Cyrus, who was saved by a shepherd from exposure as a baby (I.108–17), and of the supplanting of the ruling Medes by the Persians under him. Cyrus then goes on to overthrow Babylon (539 BC), of whose customs Herodotus provides a description (I.192–200), after giving the reader a kind of conducted tour of the city.

The great wall Ihave described is the chief armour of the city; but there is a second one within it, hardly less strong though narrower. There is a fortress in the middle of each half of the city [i.e. as divided by the river]: in one the royal palace surrounded by a wall of great strength, in the other the temple of Bel, the Babylonian Zeus. The temple is a square building, two furlongs each way, with bronze gates, and was still in existence in my time; it has a solid central tower, one furlong square, with a second erected on top of it and then a third, and so on up to eight. All eight towers can be climbed by a spiral way running round the outside, and about half-way up there are seats and a shelter for those who make the ascent to rest on. On the summit of the topmost tower stands a great temple with a fine large couch in it, richly covered, and a golden table beside it. The shrine contains no image and no one spends the night there except, as the Chaldaeans who are the priests of Bel say, one Assyrian woman, all alone, whoever it may be that the god has chosen. The Chaldaeans also say – though I do not believe them – that the god enters the temple in person and takes his rest upon the bed. There is a similar story told by the Egyptians at Thebes… (I.178–86)

When Herodotus visited Babylon it was approximately a century since the city had fallen to Cyrus.

Herodotus’ next three books deal with the further expansion of the Persian empire into Asia under Cyrus’ son Cambyses and his successor Darius. It is Darius who makes the first incursion into Europe, his army being turned back by the Athenian victory at Marathon (490 BC) (VI.110–17). But overall the advance of the Persian empire seems unstoppable as, after swallowing the Greek colonies and the Hellenized kingdoms of western Asia, it advances to the limits of the known world. It comes to include not only the ancient civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia but the barely explored territories of Libya and Ethiopia and the nomads of the Arabian desert and the northern steppes. The effect is similar to that achieved by Edward Gibbon more than two thousand years later in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, as he successively introduces the peoples who will overwhelm the Roman world.

Herodotus, in Books II to IV, follows the tide of Persian conquest by giving geographical and ethnographic surveys of the conquered lands and peoples. These surveys make up a substantial part of his work, and we shall need to return to them later. As a preamble to the great invasion of Greece under the Persian king Xerxes, the Persian world domination, as it seems, is made visible in the great muster of the composite army that Xerxes assembles, which Herodotus describes in detail, identifying each people in the review, with its distinctive appearance, clothing and weapons, beginning with the Persians themselves. The descriptions, and that of the accompanying fleet (VII.61–100), are too long for anything but a representative excerpt:

The Assyrians were equipped with bronze helmets made in a complicated barbarian way which is hard to describe, shields, spears, daggers (like the Egyptian ones), wooden clubs studded with iron, and linen corslets… The Indians were dressed in cotton; they carried cane bows and cane arrows tipped with iron, and marched under the command of Pharnazathres, the son of Artabates… Then there were the Caspians and the Sarangians, the former commanded by Ariomardus, the brother of Artyphius, dressed in leather jackets and armed with the acinaces [Persian short sword] and the cane bow of their country…

And so it goes on, with the Arabians, the Ethiopians (‘in their leopard skins and lion skins’), the Libyans, the Phrygians, the Thracians in fox-skin headdresses – the list is apparently endless. It seems as though the whole known world is gathering, hundreds of thousands strong (the numbers have predictably been much debated), to crush the small city states of Greece – from the Nile and the Libyan desert, from the rivers of what was later to be European Russia, and from Thrace west of the Black Sea to India and beyond, as well as from Persia itself. A local man, seeing the Persian host, cries out in his anguish that Zeus has changed his name to Xerxes (VII.56).

Herodotus is in no doubt that Athens was the core of Greek resistance and suffered most, being directly in the path of the invaders. The most crucial policy decision on the Greek side was that of the Athenians not to defend the city but to retreat across the isthmus to the Peloponnese and rely on their fleet to defeat the Persians. The determining factor, in Herodotus’ account, was Themistocles’ interpretation of the Delphic oracle, whose prophetess had declared, enigmatically as usual, that ‘the wooden wall only shall not fall.’ Some thought this referred to a thorn hedge which surrounded the Acropolis, but Themistocles spoke out for those who interpreted the wooden wall as a reference to the Athenian ships, and was believed. Athens took the lead in the great sea battle of Salamis (480 BC), in which the Persians lost their fleet and were thus forced to turn back (VIII.78–96).

But the most memorable episode of the invasion, given full treatment by Herodotus, was a defeat for Greece: the sacrificial battle fought earlier the same year by the three hundred Spartans under their king Leonidas at the pass of Thermopylae, in which they were all killed (VII.210–28). Spartans were forbidden by law to retreat. The column subsequently erected to their memory bore what is, in its terse simplicity, still probably, even in translation, the most moving of all military memorial inscriptions:

Go tell the Spartans, reader,

That here obedient to her laws we lie.

Herodotus says that he has taken the trouble to learn the names of all three hundred ‘who deserve to be remembered’. It is characteristic that he mentions some of the Persian dead by name, and their ancestry. It is from Herodotus too, though it may not originate with him, that we have, put into the mouth of Croesus, one of the most famous epigrams on war: that in peace sons bury their fathers, but in war fathers bury their sons.

Herodotus’ portrait of Xerxes, who deals atrociously with Leonidas’ corpse, contains odd contradictions, perhaps reflecting different traditions. In some moods Xerxes shows good sense and magnanimity, in others a wilful savagery. He commits a sin of hubris, Herodotus strongly implies, when he causes the Hellespont to be whipped as the punishment for destroying, in a storm, the bridges he had had built:

Xerxes was very angry when he heard of the disaster, and gave orders that the Hellespont should receive three hundred lashes and have a pair of fetters thrown into it. Ihave heard before now that he also sent people to brand it with hot irons. He certainly instructed the men with the whips to utter, as they wielded them, the barbarous and presumptuous words: ‘You salt and bitter stream, your master lays this punishment upon you for injuring him, who never injured you. But Xerxes the King will cross you, with or without your permission…’ In addition to punishing the Hellespont Xerxes gave orders that the men responsible for building the bridges should have their heads cut off. (VII.35)

Herodotus then goes on to give a technical description of how the bridges were rebuilt.

Xerxes’ most atrocious act occurs when a servant to whom he owed much pleaded that the eldest of his five sons should be left at home: Xerxes has the son cut in half for the army to march between the two halves on its route. Yet immediately afterwards we have the episode in which he appears most sympathetic and human, when sitting on a throne of white marble he is able to view his whole army and fleet and suddenly, at the moment of his highest glory, he weeps. ‘And when he saw the whole Hellespont hidden by ships, and all the beaches and plains of Abydos filled with men, he called himself happy – and the moment after burst into tears.’ Asked why, he replies that he was thinking of the shortness of human life, and that ‘of all these thousands of men not one will be alive in a hundred years’ time’ (VII.45–6). It is an extraordinary moment, at which, thanks to Xerxes, or Herodotus, the political distinctions between peoples and even, for us, the gulf between ancient and modern melt away in the contemplation of a common human lot.

But though the Persians are never dehumanized, the differences between them and the Greeks – political and moral – make up a powerful message which Herodotus was to convey to posterity and which many generations were to draw on copiously. From Book V onward Herodotus turns for much of the time to the affairs of the Greek city states and the relations between them. Books V and VI, in fact, are probably the most confusing and least satisfying for the reader, lacking as they do both the exotic folkloric charm of the earlier ones and the dramatic single narrative line provided later by the great invasion by Xerxes. Greek factionalism, moreover, is more untidy and multi-centred than the simpler politics of Persian autocracy. It is, however, in these books that the theme emerges which gives the climax of the work its wider political significance. The Athenians had, with Spartan help, liberated themselves from the family of tyrants which had ruled them, and under their leader Cleisthenes had established a democracy (I.59–64, V.62–9). Athens became for Herodotus the great protagonist of Greek freedom in opposition to eastern despotism. This contrast – which Herodotus increasingly makes apparent, and in which the other Greek states, and particularly Sparta of course, participate in varying degrees – was to be an immensely enduring one in Western historiography and political thought, setting liberty against servitude, law against the tyrants’ will, frugality, hardihood and valour against luxury and timidity. In describing the effects on the Athenians of their recently acquired liberty, Herodotus propounds an idea that was to resonate down the centuries in historiography; it was applied also to the early Roman republic.

Thus Athens went from strength to strength, and proved, if proof were needed, how noble a thing equality before the law is, not in one respect only, but in all; for while they were oppressed under tyrants, they had no better success in war than any of their neighbours, yet once the yoke was flung off, they proved the finest fighters in the world. (V.78)

Another aspect of the East–West contrast, with a long future as a historiographical cliché, is attributed to Cyrus the Great, and quoted by Herodotus as almost the last words of the whole work: ‘Soft countries breed soft men,’ and have to suffer the rule of aliens. Warned by Cyrus, the Persians choose for preference to live in a rugged land, but the association in European thought and historiography conveyed by the phrase ‘Asiatic softness’ was to endure down to the nineteenth century. The East-West antithesis was to be highly significant for the Greeks and Romans. Through them it reached a particular pitch of intensity in the European Enlightenment, and it still echoes resonantly in nineteenth-century historiography and the literature of imperialism, and in this long tradition Herodotus is by no means the most biased and unqualified manipulator of it.

The difference in character of the last books from the earlier, more ethnographic, ones is mainly obvious in the greater coherence and dramatic force of the narrative of the invasion. But it also makes a difference that, though we still spend much time with the Persian King, we also spend much more than before on the affairs of Greece, and the contrast is inevitably marked. Instead of the claustrophobic, sycophantic, sometimes fearful atmosphere of a despotic court, where such discussion as there is consists of advice, which can be given privately as well as in conclave, we have the overt, vigorous, fiercely factional and disputatious public life of the Greek city states, conducted characteristically in public debate and expressed through speeches designed to sway opinion. Herodotus has used direct speech from the beginning, but its use is largely informal, conversational and designed to further immediate action; it is not oratory; it is easy to think of the more conspiratorial words being spoken in whispers. Consider, for example, the way Herodotus describes the conspiracy of Persian nobles who, suspecting their ruler, Smerdis the Magus, who is passing himself off as the son of Cyrus the Great, is an impostor, agree to kill him. Herodotus makes extensive use of direct speech. The future king Darius, who is elevated to the throne as a result of their success (in 521 BC), speaks his mind:

‘Listen, all of you,’ Darius replied, ‘if you take Otanes’ advice [to recruit more conspirators]… somebody is sure to seek advantage for himself by betraying us to the Magus. You ought really to have done this thing entirely on your own; but as you have seen fit to let others in on it, and have communicated your intentions to me, Ihave only one thing to say – let us act immediately. If we let a single day slip by, I promise you one thing: nobody will have the time to betray me – for I will denounce you all to the Magus.’ (III.71)

It is only later that we come to the lengthier set speeches which seem to make up so much of Greek public life. This is one of the Athenian commanders, in a debate over whether to risk a battle against the Persians (which turned out to be the victory of Marathon), also urging immediate action. He invokes principle as well as practicality. The alternatives, he says, are

either to enslave Athens, or to make her free… Never in our history have we Athenians been in such peril as now. If we submit to the Persians, Hippias [the expelled tyrant] will be restored to power – and there is little doubt what misery must then ensue: but if we fight and win, then this city of ours may well grow to pre-eminence among all the cities of Greece. (VI.109)

It is tempting to speak proleptically and say that we are approaching the kind of historiography of which Thucydides’ work is the archetype and was to set a pattern for historical writing for a thousand years. It is not quite that. The Greek speeches in Herodotus are more direct and less carefully wrought, cerebral and ostensibly dispassionate than the remarkable ones which constitute so much of the experience of reading Thucydides. Nevertheless, they represent a marked contrast with the earlier books, and help also to enforce the contrast which gives the last three their overall meaning: the contrast of two worlds, of freedom and despotism.

This contrast is part of the reason for the cultural shift in Herodotus’ work, but it is reasonable to infer that there is another, less obvious, one. The events of the latest books are also the nearest to Herodotus’ own time, and they take place in the world he lives in and knows best and whose language he speaks – the Greek world. There must have been a marked difference in the quality and reliability and accessibility of the oral traditions on which Herodotus chiefly relied, and in his ability to interpret them. Thucydides was to enjoy all these advantages and that of writing contemporary history. The result is a perceptible access of ‘realism’. The often folkloric character of the stories Herodotus tells about Persia, especially in the earlier books, and the frequent references to prophetic dreams have fallen away. Of course the contrast is not absolute. The Greek world too has plenty of room for dreams, oracles and omens. Nevertheless, the contrast seems at once one between East and West, between despotism and freedom, and also between ancient and modern, where ‘modern’ means the open political life of the Greek polis.

But, though Herodotus’ feet were planted firmly in the world of Greek culture and rational inquiry, his curiosity about ancient civilizations and remote and nomadic peoples means that his history also constitutes a kind of bridge between that world and the ‘barbarian’ world beyond. Apart from the narrative of the invasion, which is far more dramatically controlled, circumstantial and balanced than any prose work before it, the other distinctive quality of Herodotus’ work is embodied in the extensive geographical and ethnographic surveys of the earlier books – digressions, as they came later to be called as they became common but generally less extensive in historical works. In Herodotus they are highly entertaining and readable, made so by his omnivorous humane and tolerant curiosity about the world and about humanity in all its aspects and variety. Herodotus was an anthropologist and geographer as well as a historian, but it is less easy to be sure how completely original he is in these sections of his work.

We are largely ignorant of Herodotus’ Greek predecessors and contemporaries as writers or compilers of historical accounts and materials, but it is clear that there were some. Most of their work has been lost, but what we know of them, and the existing fragments, makes it unlikely that anything like another Herodotus lies beyond the horizon of our knowledge. The best-known and probably most noteworthy precursor, Hecataeus of Miletus (b. 549 BC), was a geographer, mythographer and ethnographer of the Mediterranean and the countries around it. He wrote surveys of Europe, Asia, North Africa (called by the Greeks Libya) and Ethiopia. The first map seems to have been the work of another Miletan, Anaximander. Hecataeus’ knowledge certainly extended further west than that of Herodotus, who disclaims acquaintance with the western Mediterranean and the lands to the north, including the Tin Islands, i.e. Britain (Histories, III.115). Herodotus refers to Hecataeus several times in his work, sometimes as a historical agent (‘Hecataeus the writer’), though he also makes a point of rejecting, decisively, Hecataeus’ view – which became common – that the world was entirely surrounded by a great ocean, referred to simply as ‘Ocean’ (IV.36).

Our chief source for Herodotus’ predecessors is the first-century author Dionysius of Halicarnassus, whose birthplace was also that ascribed to Herodotus. In him, and also in Plutarch, we have accounts of early events, from sources now lost, which sometimes match but sometimes differ from those of Herodotus. These precursors and perhaps contemporaries appear to have written accounts of peoples and cities, usually about their alleged origins. Another early writer known to us from excerpts in Dionysius is Hellanicus of Lesbos, who wrote an early history of Athens, mostly mythical, and also on the origins of peoples more generally – a kind of early universal history – and on the customs of the Egyptians, Persians and Babylonians. Whatever differences there may be in the quality of achievement, Herodotus’ interest in such matters was therefore not held in isolation. Hellanicus seems to have been above all a genealogist, and included hopeful etymologies deriving the Persians from the Greek legendary hero Perseus, and the Medes from Medea, the bride of Jason. Altogether he seems to have been more uncritical than Herodotus, but they do not belong to utterly different mental worlds. It seems impossible to date their works relative to each other.

If Homer provided a precedent for the narrative component of Herodotus’ work, another anticipation was the study of geography. In looking at Thucydides we shall have to consider other influences, but so far we seem to find history rooted in epic and in geography. Herodotus’ ethnographic information derives from his travels and his indefatigable questioning of local informants, to whom he often refers. He was helped, of course, by an already extensive Greek diaspora in western Asia (from which he himself came) and along the shores of the Black Sea. Reference to written documentation in Herodotus’ Histories is absent, though he sometimes refers to artefacts he has seen – walls, buildings, above all offerings in temples, particularly Delphi, and their dedicatory inscriptions – as corroborative evidence:

Gyges was the first foreigner we know of, after King Midas of Phrygia, son of Gordias, to dedicate offerings at Delphi. Midas presented the royal throne from which he used to give judgement; it stands with Gyges’ bowls, and is well worth seeing. (I.14)

There was a fire at Delphi which damaged some of the gifts of Croesus, king of Lydia. Herodotus helpfully tells us how to locate what remains:

There were also two huge mixing-bowls, one of gold which was placed on the right-hand side of the entrance to the temple, the other of silver, on the left. These also were moved at the time of the fire, and the golden one, which weighs nearly a quarter of a ton, now stands in the treasury of the Clazomenians, and the silver one, which holds over five thousand gallons, is in the corner of the ante-chapel. (I.51)

Even Thucydides made a little more use of documentation – particularly by transcribing treaties apparently verbatim – though the events he described were exactly contemporary, and eyewitnesses and participants, including Thucydides himself, therefore abounded. But Herodotus was above all the man who asks questions, and who makes journeys in order to ask them:

There were other things, too, which Ilearnt at Memphis in conversation with the priests of Hephaestus, and Iactually went to Thebes and Heliopolis for the express purpose of finding out if the priests in those cities would agree in what they told me with the priests at Memphis. It is at Heliopolis that the most learned of the Egyptians are said to be found. I am not anxious to repeat what I was told about the Egyptian religion, apart from the mere names of their deities, for Ido not think any one nation knows much more about such things than any other. (II.3)

He could not have been himself an eyewitness of the historical events he describes – he was a small child even at the time of the most recent – though on his travels he certainly makes use of his eyes. He is among other things, though only sporadically, a kind of travelling antiquary, reporting to the world the marvels he has seen: monuments were among the marvellous deeds of men, and well worth recording for their own sake. He was predictably impressed by Egypt and Babylon, giving, as we have seen, a particularly precise description of the latter (I.180–83). At one point he even makes the grandeur of the engineering works of the Samians a reason for attending to their history (III.60).

Above all, however, Herodotus used his ears, if only because most of the inscriptions he may have seen were in a script and language he could not read. He regarded himself as an auditor, a collector, recorder, sifter and judge of oral traditions about the recent or remoter past. He sometimes says that these traditions are incredible, but as a matter of principle he still accepts a duty to set them down: ‘My business is to record what people say, but Iam by no means bound to believe it – and that may be taken to apply to this book as a whole’ (VII.152) or, again, ‘Anyone may believe these Egyptian tales, if he is sufficiently credulous’ (II.123). Oral accounts often differed, sometimes in manifestly self-interested ways in the versions of different peoples, and it was also his business to pick the better, giving his reasons, or to reconcile them, or to suspend judgement if he had to. His criteria of judgement are sometimes psychological, sometimes physical probability (including sheer physical impossibility). He can even rather grandly bring superior ethnographic knowledge to bear. The Greeks tell many thoughtless stories (Hecataeus also says this), one being that the Egyptians tried to sacrifice Heracles to Zeus but that he thwarted them by killing them all. This, Herodotus says, shows the Greek ignorance of Egyptian customs, since the Egyptians do not perform human sacrifices, and anyway if Heracles was just a man he could not have killed tens of thousands of people – though Herodotus adds, ‘And now Ihope that both gods and heroes will forgive me for saying what I have said on these matters!’ (II.45).

Herodotus’ descriptions of the manners and customs of the Persians and Babylonians in Book Iset the pattern for the successive ethnographic surveys of each people that the Persians successively encounter. Herodotus lists conscientiously, sometimes amusingly, occasionally incredibly, what became the standard objects of ethnographic curiosity: clothing, diet, marriage and funerary customs, ranks of society, religious beliefs and practices, health and the treatment of disease. His own attitude throughout is tolerant and unshockable. As he says – it is one of the ways in which he anticipates Montaigne – every people considers its own customs best, even those customs most bizarre to others. The Greeks would be horrified at the idea of eating their dead parents; some Indians are shocked at the idea of not doing so but burning them instead (III.38).

Sometimes one has to suspect Herodotus of an artful shaping of his accounts. The Egyptians, who read from right to left and whose great river floods in summer and falls in winter, ‘seem to have reversed the ordinary practices of mankind’ – eating in the streets and relieving themselves indoors (which casts a light on Greek habits), the men urinating sitting down, the women standing up, and so on (II.35–6). After recording that the Persians never acted on a decision taken when drunk without reconsidering it when sober, one can see that it was irresistible to add that a decision taken sober was always reconsidered when drunk (I.133). Often his ethnography rings true or can be verified, as in a reference to what seems to be a survival of matrilineal customs, or to temple prostitution in Babylon, or to the custom of the magi in Persia of allowing the bodies of the dead to be rent by birds and dogs (I.140).

Apart from the Egyptians, Herodotus devotes most attention to the Scythians, who lived to the north of the Black Sea, and the characteristics he records of their treeless and townless life are familiar from many much later accounts: he describes nomadic mounted archers with their wagons, dependent on their cattle and drinking milk; scalping their enemies and hanging the scalps on their bridles, while the skulls are turned into drinking cups; taking vapour baths, swearing blood brotherhood, and burying great men with their households, horses and treasure (IV.16–82). We seem already to have a premonition of the Huns, Tartars and Mongols. But remote Scythia, not surprisingly, also offered even more exotic phenomena: a people bald from birth; goat-footed men; men who sleep half the year. Herodotus seems to accept the bald race, though he does not vouch for it, but he draws the line at goat-footed and hibernating men.

There is the same strain of fantasy at times in the zoology of remote places, and here Herodotus seems less critical than of bizarre anthropology, so that among sound(ish) accounts of crocodiles and camels we get winged snakes (Egypt), giant burrowing ants (India), and cattle which have to walk backwards because going forwards their horns stick in the ground (Libya); he certainly believed in the winged serpents, because he had seen their skeletons. He believes in the phoenix, though he has not seen it, but rejects as incredible the story that it carries its parent wrapped in a lump of myrrh, though whether because of the power-weight ratio he does not say (II.73). He tries to be as accurate as he can in his geography, though often against heavy odds. His longest disquisition on a natural phenomenon, a detailed examination of the flooding of the Nile, which is in its way impressive, leads up to one of his less happy guesses: the Nile floods in summer and sinks in winter because, in winter, storms blow the sun off course towards upper Libya (II.10–26); this is not merely wrong but not very cogent.

No discussion of Herodotus can avoid the vexed question, in antiquity at least, of his reliability and his alleged credulity and even lying. Of course he was sometimes misled or ignorant, and he shared beliefs of the ancient world we do not now hold (though this cannot be what his ancient critics, by far the fiercest, meant). He seems to have been particularly unfortunate with his informants in Egypt, so that scholars working on ancient Egypt now have a much lower view of him than those of Babylon and Persia, who regard him as a valuable authority. The accusations against him in the ancient world which, taken with the rival model provided by Thucydides, undoubtedly lowered his reputation, now seem to rest on the misunderstanding that he necessarily endorsed what he repeated, in so far as they are not merely malicious. A modern reader is more likely to be impressed by his critical sense and his frequent scepticism or suspensions of judgement, once allowance has been made for the ancient belief in omens, oracles and prophetic dreams, which Herodotus takes very seriously while recognizing that they could be manipulated. The fundamental issue seems to be one on which we are now likely to find Herodotus’ work both sophisticated and valuable. As we have already seen
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